JAMES A. BATEMAN The Discovery of 
KAFFRARIAN MUSEUM, Elephant Remains in the 
RINE Tent STOW Aberdeen District, C.P. 


It is well known that there have been no authenticated reports of the presence of elephant 
in the Karoo region during historic umes. Therefore, the discovery in November, 1958, 
of the skull, complete with tusks, of an extant African elephant on the farm “Glencliffe’, 
at the western tip of the Camdeboo Mountains and twenty-seven miles north of Aberdeen 
on the Murraysburg road, is of interest. 

The skull was not fossilised and of no great age, although some decomposition had 
taken place. 

The remains were embedded in alluvial soil at a depth of twelve feet from the surface 
and had been exposed by floodwater erosion of the river bank, being at the junction of two 
streams. The uncovering of the skull was also aided by a change of course, during the last 
thirty years, of the stream in which it was found, Since excavations were not carried out it 
is not known how much of the skeleton was present. 

The features exposed showed that the skull was inverted with the tusks arching into the 
ground (see plate). The premaxillaries were already crumbling. On arrival at the site the 
right tusk was still intact, but the left was broken off some twelve to fifteen inches from the 
root. Originally the tusks must have been about four feet six inches long, although the com- 
plete one showed signs of wear and tear, being rounded at the tip and suggesting that the 
animal was quite old at death. Taking into account the type of material in which the skull 
was embedded, it was fortunate that the decay had not reached a more advanced stage, 
Only the durability of the ivory, compared with the bone of the remainder of the skull, enabled 
the intact tusk to be removed to the Kaffrarian Museum, where it is preserved as a record 
of the discovery. The condition of the remainder of the skull showed the impracticability 
of attempting its removal in one piece, since even a slight touch caused the bone to disintegrate, 
As it was, the tusk that was removed broke into two pieces, whilst being eased from the depres- 
sion in the soil, where it was lodged. 

The morphology of the skull indicated that the elephant was of the modern type, Loxo- 
donta africana africana Blumenbach, and it was estimated that at the time of discovery the 
skeletal fragments could have been at least three hundred years old. It was not possible to 
confirm this scientifically, but bearing in mind that Schrijver (Mossop, 1931) made no mention 
of elephants during his extensive journeyings in and around the valleys neighbouring “Glen-| 
cliffe” in the year 1689, and had they been there he would have surely seen them or their} 
spoor, the estimated age cannot be much less than three hundred years. 
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t of discovery of Elephant skull at “Gleneliffe, Aberdeen. with skull a ser .n the stream bank, Right 
tusk shown broken off at base. 


Mr. J. M. van Niekerk, the present owner of “Glenctiffe’’, came across another tusk, 
arther upstream, in 1921, so that the present discovery was not an isolated find and could 
hot have been a discarded trophy owing tots position at the base of a layer of silt. The 1921 

ecimen was said to be in good condition and was sent to the National Museum, Bloem- 
fontein, where, unfortunately, it cannot now be traced. The Curator of Reinet House, Miss 

. R. Haarhoff, Teported the presence there of a tusk donated by Mr. J. H. J. Smith of the 
a “Bulrivier”, Marais Siding, Aberdeen. Subsequent enquiry revealed that this had 
been located during the floods of 1941 on the farm “Pretorius Kraal” in the Jansenville District, 
jome twenty-four miles north-west of the town of Jansenville. It had been lying in the Sundays 

iver, which runs through the farm. There is another record from Mr. H. James of Cradock 
per Mr. G. E. D. Briscoe, in litt.) of the discovery of a tusk at Halesowen, along the Fish 


Shortridge (1934) quoted Barrow as indicating the presence of elephants in the coastal 
strip around Knysna and extending northwards as far as Graaff Reinet, although an 
examination of Barrow’s account has failed to reveal this. Shortridge also mentions the 


Museum collection and gives their origins as Doornhoek, Conway and Tarkastad. Lichten- 
stein (1815) made no mention of having seen elephants during his widespread travels through 
fhe Karoo in the years 1803-6. in fact he described the region as being completely devoid 
Of game at the time that he passed through. 

Taking these various discoveries into account it would appear that elephants must have 
Foumed up the river valleys from the coastal strips. where they had been known to abound, 
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and into the Karoo. Whether the animals’ movements resulted in permanent occupation 
of the Karoo, or were only occasional infiltrations via the waterways, cannot be established with 
any certainty. That the elephants should have kept to the valleys would seem natural, since their 
water requirements are known to be phenomenal. 
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